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Lauer: Improvement of Test Criteria

Improvement of Test Criteria
A. R. LAUER
The Problem

Perhaps no other science is as conscious of validity coefficients
as psychology. This may be partly due to the impetus given statistical methods by such early investigators as Galton, Pearson, Yule,
and Spearman. Later work by Thurstone, Fisher, Holzinger, Garret
and others has kept the profession highly conscious of the need for
refined and, in some instances, involved statistical evaluation.
In certain types of experimental work, such as mental testing, it
is highly essential to keep the validity of tests high. It is, of course,
taken for granted that in any science accurate measuring instruments are available for use without elaborate standardization. It
should be unnecessary to spend time in making two or three hun'ked measurements with a high grade scale to be sure of the accuracy. Instead, a single test weight is used to check the accuracy of
the instrument.
Background

At a meeting of the Iowa Academy in 1938, the author presented a
l'hort paper on points to be considered in the establishment of a criterion. It was contended that several false assumptions have been
made regarding the establishment of some criteria. In essence, they
were designated as sometimes being limited, too simple, beset by
anachronisms, inadequate, incomplete, and even entirely inaccurate
and unreliable.
It was also pointed out that theorists and perfectionists often derive certain formulae without a great deal of consideration relative
to the limits of application. Others may use the formulae in such
a way as to obtain irregular results. When the values are treated
empirically, some curious results have been obtained by superimposing known loadings on a random sampling two-way distribution
and testing thP. results by correlation.

Johnson has recently (1946) raised the issue in an article concerning tests for drivers. Having assisted in collecting some of these
data and having possession of copies of the records relating to them,
we might very easily explode Johnson's contentions by simply showing that his criteria itself was quite unreliable-namely, the accident
records in Connecticut. However, since a multiple correlation of
R=
.45 was obtained between the criterion used and a selected
battery of tests, it does not seem Johnson's comments arc highly important. As a matter of fact his criticism of tests of automobile
drivers might as well be levelled at practically any other field of
testing since validity. coefficients, even in specific areas, rarely run
higher than the value of R obtained in the case cited.
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Why We Shoitld Improve Criteria

Most criteria used may be found quite inadequate on close scrutiny
and often are assumed to be entirely valid and reliable. Investigators
wonder why they cannot obtain higher correlations between intelligence tests and grades when the latter are very unreliable. This is
due partly to the nature of the phenomenon often being measured,
and partly by an over-zealous attitude on the part of psychologists
interested in testing to substantiate their work and establish a socalled exact science. They forget that in certain cases criteria are
of no particular value and also may be impossible to establish in
advance. It is stated on good authority that a certain eastern university gave so-called intelligence tests for years without knowing
what the tests measured in terms of academic success. It sufficed
to have some objective way of selecting 500 applicants for admission each year, and this was one way of screening prospective students. Perhaps the view was not tenable, but they felt no need of
any highly validated test for the purpose.
Since this is a realistic world, such progress must be made on a
purely experimental basis. It may be costly to build monster battleships and find they are valueless against aircraft, but the policy
itself may be based on a faulty or changing criterion. It seems one
of the most important steps in our science is that of devising ways
and means of testing and improving criteria in general. Since some
standard of reference must be used, it is not unreasonable to ask
that such standards be most rigidly evaluated.
Principles for Improvement of Criteria

We shall now propose a tentative set of principles for use in evaluating any given criterion, as follows:
( 1) Is it representative of the conditions which brought about
the need for a test, or for which the test was devised to
measure?
(2) Is it. properly named and descriptive of these conditions'!
( 3) Is the criterion itself reliable, that is, would another sampling
of the same type of data yield a satisfactory reliability coefficient if correlated?
( 4) If the criterion is set up as representative today, will it be
so tomorrow? Will conditions change it?
( 5) Is it too inclusive or too restricted in scope?
( 6) Is it in keeping with the nature of the testing instrument,
that is, sufficiently specific or general to fit the purpose
for which it is being used?
(7) Has the criterion itself been sufficiently analyzed and validated?
Undoubtedly there are other principles which should be included
and perhaps Rome listed might be combined. The number or even the
specific items are not so important, but if psychologists are going
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to continue to be hypersensitive and become neurotic about validation,
they should be equally conscious and even more concerned in the
evaluation of the criterion used as a validating instrument.
Surnmary

1. Attention is called to the importance of valid criteria in the
field of testing and certain irregularities in reasoning are pointed
out.
2. Instances are cited in which the criteria used are not reliable,
and principles are suggested for improvement of validating instruments in general.
IOWA STATE COLLEGE.
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